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ABSTRACT 



The 1979 Islamic Revolution has become for Western scholars and native 
Islamists alike the defining event of the Iranian experience. Shrouded in the garb of 
political Islam, the revolution represents to the American mind a step backward into a 
future of pre-industrial authoritarianism — a rejection of modernity This thesis asserts 
that the cycles of Iranian social and political upheaval are in fact outgrowths of changes 
in the state’s socio-political structure resulting from a transition in the mode of 
production and subsequent capitalization of the economy. 

The resulting attempts by an emerging middle class to balance political with 
economic viability consequently produced a series of structural corrections beginning 
with the Constitutional Revolution of 1906. While not the culminating event of Iranian 
societal development, the 1979 Islamic Revolution represents an opportunity for middle 
class hegemony. 

The direct outcome of the Islamic Revolution — the circulation of elites, is likely 
to evolve into a power-sharing arrangement in which the market-driven interests of the 
modern middle class dominate. As a recognizably populist event, the Islamic Revolution 
ultimately represents Iran’s path into the modem world. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 



The unanticipated and unfamiliar character of the Iranian Islamic Revolution still 
haunts the American psyche. Volumes of scholarship have since 1979, attempted to 
isolate the causal factors and mitigating circumstances of the social upheaval which 
produced the Iranian theocracy. While undeniably significant, the Revolution was not the 
singular decisive event which it has so often been portrayed. The outcome of Iranian 
societal development was in fact determined by the course of Iranian modernization 
undertaken between 1921 and 1941, and the resulting evolution of structural relationships 
in the decades prior to 1979. The Iranian Revolution itself was in fact an echo of the 
Constitutional Revolution of 1906, and far from being a culminating event, represents the 
continuing evolution of the Iranian greater middle class into a position of political 
viability. 

In Social Origins of Dictatorship and Democracy: Lord and Peasant in the 
Making of the Modem World, Barrington Moore Jr. establishes a methodological model 
of modernization by demonstrating the relationship between the nature of societal 
industrialization, and resulting political systems. His analysis focussed on the effects of 
industrialization models on three major societal elements: the landed elite, the 
bourgeoisie, and the peasant, and concluded that the resulting changes in elemental 
relationships in fact explained the final political outcomes. 

This thesis conducts a similar analysis of Iranian modernization as it occurred in 
the twentieth century and examines the shifting roles of Iranian social elements in order 
to predict a final economic and political outcome. Relying heavily on the structural 
theory of Barrington Moore, this work concludes that the changes in Iran’s mode of 
production orchestrated during its period of forced industrialization between 1921 and 
1941, resulted in the mobilization of a newly created modem middle class which 

repeatedly challenged the state for a share of political control. Having been denied 
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viability by an increasingly autonomous state empowered by external influence, the 
modern element united with its traditional counterpart in order to remove the ruling elite. 
Under the banner of a highly politicized Islam, the greater Iranian middle class 
orchestrated a populist revolution, which despite its unconventional garb, is likely to 
yield a hegemony of the modem element. 

Iran saw its first middle class revolution in 1906, during which a barely 
significant intelligentsia had allied itself with the established traditional middle class 
which in turn carried significant clerical influences. Following a successful bid for a 
constitution and parliamentary representation, the clerical elite, fearing a loss of political 
control, exercised its influence over traditional elements, severing the middle class 
coalition. 

The resulting civil war provided an ample excuse for Britain and Russia to further 
their own objectives in Iran, and resulted in a decade of occupation. In their second bid 
for political viability, the still small modem middle class aligned itself behind a new 
power elite in the form of Reza Shah. This coalition of middle and landed elements 
produced a classic “revolution from above” and resulted in a capitalist-fascist system 
which restructured Iran through a process of state-driven industrialization. Ultimately 
denying the sponsorship of the growing intelligentsia, Reza Shah constructed a new state 
aristocracy, which in turn drove the landed elite into the ranks of the greater middle class. 

Following the removal of Reza Shah by Britain and the Soviet Union in 1941, the 
now highly mobilized modem middle class conducted a successful bid for power through 
the nationalist movement of the 1950s. The British embargo of Iran’s nationalized oil 
industry, and the U.S. orchestrated coup of 1953 resulted not only in a loss of power by 
the intelligentsia, but in their subsequent harsh repression by the restored Iranian 
monarchy. 
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Through continuing emphasis on industrialization and economic liberalization, 
the middle class maintained economic viability in the decades between 1953 and 1979. 
Assuming a junior, yet traditional role in the coalition of middle class elements, the 
intelligentsia ultimately benefited from the opportunities presented by the 1979 
revolution. Traditionally the senior partner in bourgeoisie coalitions, the clerical elite has 
lent an “elite air” to Iran’s undeniably bourgeoisie upheavals. The resulting capitalist yet 
reactionary character of the Iranian state is consistent with Moore’s thesis, and is yet 
likely to result in increasing viability of middle class elements facilitated by the necessity 
of economic liberalization. 

In his theory of modernization, Moore defined the American Civil War as the 
final, decisive event that completed the restructuring of American society which had been 
initiated by the revolution. Seen in the light of this analysis, the Iranian Revolution was 
hardly the decisive, regressive event which it has so often been portrayed. As part of a 
populist revolutionary pattern, it instead becomes a modernizing event, which ultimately 
provides Iran’s embattled middle classes with an opportunity to attain the political 
viability to match their economic power. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 



A. BACK TO THE FUTURE? 

Commonly regarded by prevailing U S. political opinion as a rogue state and a 
regional "bad actor," Iran remains in the American mind, a symbol of terror and violent 
opposition to liberal Western ideology. Much scholarship reinforces this convention, 
painting Iran's revolution as a rejection of not only imperialism but of modernization, a 
condemnation of not only autocracy but political moderation, and a denial of not only 
Westernization, but Western association. Certainly, as is evidenced in some degree by all 
revolutionary movements, Iran's ideological revolutionary flame was fueled by an 
uncompromising messianic condemnation of its enemies. Too often however, the 
revolution of 1979 is evaluated as a regressive, or at the very least a restorative event, as 
a halt to rapid development, and a step backward into a future of authoritarian theocracy. 

This thesis attempts to analyze the evolving nature of Iranian societal structure, 
and to trace the effects of interaction between significant societal elements in an attempt 
to present the Iranian revolution as a modernizing event which has ultimately 
accelerated , not reversed the pace of progressive societal reform. A middle class 
revolution, the 1979 Iranian upheaval was the third and most significant reverberation of 
a reformation which began seven decades earlier, and would furthermore go a long way 
toward correcting the relationship between an entrenched rentier state and its society. 

Studies of Iran's state-societal relationships have fallen into one of several 
categories: an analysis of the societal structure to explain the rise in popularity of the 
Islamic movement; an attempt to explain the failings of the state in accommodating the 
political aspirations of economically mobile elements; or an analysis of the effects of oil- 
based capitalism on societal elements. Such analyses have laid a firm groundwork for the 
structural argument, yet have stopped short of pursuing it to its logical conclusion: that 
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